WikiLeaks Document Release 

http: / /wikileaks.org/wiki/CRS-RL32875 
February 2, 2009 

Congressional Research Service 
Report RL32875 

The Child Support Enforcement Program: A Review of the 

Data 

Carmen Solomon-Fears, Domestic Social Policy Division 
April 21, 2005 

Abstract. For the past 20 years (since the 1984 Amendments), the CSE program and major changes or 
modifications to it have consistently had bipartisan congressional support. Child support proposals that were 
introduced in the 106th, 107th, and 108th Congresses, and that have been reintroduced in the 109th Congress, 
seek to fully implement a ’’family first” policy by ensuring that more of the child support collected on behalf 
of TANF families go to the family, and that all of the child support collected on behalf of former-TANF 
families go to the family. In addition, the proposed legislation has included additional child support collection 
methods/enforcement techniques to ensure that noncustodial parents of all children are made to be financially 
responsible for their children. These CSE proposals are broadly supported but generally have been incorporated 
into the controversial welfare reauthorization legislation, and therefore have not yet passed both houses of 
Congress. 



http://wikileaks.org/wiki/CRS-RL32875 



Order Code RL32875 



CRS Report for Congress 

Received through the CRS Web 



The Child Support Enforcement Program: 

A Review of the Data 



April 21, 2005 



Carmen Solomon-Fears 
Specialist in Social Legislation 
Domestic Social Policy Division 



Congressional Research Service ❖ The Library of Congress 





http://wikileaks.org/wiki/CRS-RL32875 



The Child Support Enforcement Program: 
A Review of the Data 



Summary 

The Child Support Enforcement (CSE) program is a federal/state program that 
promotes self-sufficiency of families in which one of the biological parents is living 
outside of the home by ensuring that noncustodial parents meet their financial 
responsibility to their children. The CSE program provides several services on behalf 
of children including parent location, paternity establishment, establishment of child 
support orders, and collection and distribution of child support payments. 

In FY1978, families who received cash welfare comprised 85% of the CSE 
caseload. By FY2003, they comprised only 17% of the CSE caseload and 9% of CSE 
collections. In FY2003, former cash welfare recipients comprised 47% of the CSE 
caseload and 40% of CSE collections. Families that had never received cash welfare 
comprised 36% of the CSE caseload and almost 52% of CSE collections. This is 
consistent with the underlying premise of the CSE program: as child support 
becomes a more consistent and stable income source/support, former cash welfare 
families will never have to return to the cash welfare rolls and families that never 
resorted to cash welfare will never have to do so. In FY2003, the CSE caseload was 
comprised of 15.9 million families. The CSE program is estimated to handle about 
60% of all child support cases; the remaining cases are handled by private attorneys, 
collection agencies, or through mutual agreements between the parents. All of the 
data in this report are exclusively CSE program data. 

Before a state can enforce/collect a child support obligation, paternity must be 
determined and a child support order must be established. During the period 
FY1999-FY2003, the number of paternities established or acknowledged fell 5% 
nationwide, from 1.6 million to 1 .5 million. During the period FY 1998-FY2002, the 
number of cases with a support order established dropped 2% nationwide, from 11.5 
million to 11.3 million. 

The CSE program is a program of paradoxes. The CSE program only collected 
18% of the child support obligations for which it had responsibility in FY2003 (i.e., 
58% of all current collections and 7% of obligations that were past-due). But, during 
the period FY1999-FY2003, child support payments collected by CSE agencies 
increased 33% for the nation as a whole, from $15.9 billion to $21.2 billion. Child 
support collections have continued to increase even though the CSE caseload has 
declined. Although the number and percent of CSE cases with collections have been 
increasing over time, the average monthly child support payment for families that 
actually receive a payment has been decreasing and is relatively small, amounting to 
only $221 per month in FY2003. Although states incurred a cost of $355 mi llion for 
the CSE program in FY2003 and the federal government incurred a cost of almost 
$2.3 billion, $4.33 in child support was collected for every $1 spent on CSE 
activities. The CSE program began as a welfare cost-recovery program; however, in 
FY2003, 90% of CSE collections went to CSE families (rather than the federal 
government or the states); the comparable figure in FY 1979 was no more than 56%. 
This report will not be updated. 
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The Child Support Enforcement Program: 

A Review of the Data 

Introduction 

The Child Support Enforcement (CSE) program (Title IV-D of the Social 
Security Act) was enacted in January 1975 (P.L. 93-647). The CSE program is a 
federal/state program that promotes self-sufficiency of families in which one of the 
biological parents is living outside of the home by ensuring that noncustodial parents 
meet their financial responsibility to their children. While the federal government 
plays an important role in setting program standards and policy, evaluating state 
performance, and providing technical assistance and training, states are responsible 
for administering the CSE program (directly or through local CSE agencies and 
family or domestic courts). 

All 50 states, the District of Columbia, Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin 
Islands operate CSE programs and are entitled to federal matching funds. To qualify 
for federal matching funds, each state’s CSE plan must be approved by the Office of 
Child Support Enforcement (OCSE), Department of Health and Human Services 
(HHS). States also are eligible to receive incentive payments, based on certain 
performance indicators. The CSE program provides seven major services on behalf 
of children: parent location, paternity establishment, establishment of child support 
orders, review and modification of support orders, collection of support payments, 
distribution of support payments, and establishment and enforcement of medical 
support. CSE services are provided to both welfare and non- welfare fa mi lies. 

Since 1975, the federal administration of the CSE program has been in the 
OCSE, which was originally located in the Department of Health, Education, and 
Welfare (HEW), renamed the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) in 
1979. From the beginning, OCSE has been required by law to review and approve 
state CSE plans, establish standards for effective state CSE programs, provide 
technical assistance to the states, assist them with reporting procedures, maintain 
records of program operations and child support expenditures and collections, audit 
state CSE programs, and prepare and submit an annual report to Congress. The 
annual report to Congress has always included collection, expenditure, and caseload 
data. In fact, Section 452(a)(10) of the Social Security Act stipulates that certain data 
must be included in the annual report. 

In March 2004, the CSE program was cited by the Office of Management and 
Budget (OMB) as being the most cost-effective program among all social services 
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and block grant/formula programs reviewed government- wide. 1 In FY2003, $21.2 
billion was collected at a combined federal/state cost of $5.2 billion. Thus, in effect, 
four dollars in child support was collected for every dollar spent. While the 
extensive reforms made to the CSE program in 1996, 1997, and 1998 have helped 
to significantly improve child support collections and the number of paternities 
established, the CSE program has since its beginning in 1975 been a highly respected 
and valuable program which has made much progress in achieving its original goals 
of reducing public expenditures for actual and potential welfare recipients by 
obtaining ongoing support from noncustodial parents, and establishing paternity for 
children born outside marriage so child support could be obtained for them. 

Many commentators agree that the mission of the CSE program has changed 
over the years. It began as a welfare cost-recovery program, but the Child Support 
Enforcement Amendments of 1984 (P.L. 98-378) broadened the mission to reflect 
service delivery. The criteria for making incentive payments to the states was 
broadened in 1984 to include collections for non-welfare families. Some 
commentators assert the service-delivery goal was reemphasized in 1996 legislation, 
which established the “family first” policy. To help assure that former welfare 
recipients stay off the TANF rolls, 2 the “family first” policy requires that such 
families are to receive any child support arrearage payments collected by the state 
before the state and federal governments retain their share of collections. 3 
Additionally, the sharp decline in the cash welfare rolls and reduced expenditures on 
cash welfare since the mid- 1 990s helped shift the program from recovering declining 
costs for a smaller population to collecting and paying child support to nonwelfare 
families. 

For the past 20 years (since the 1984 Amendments), the CSE program and major 
changes or modifications to it have consistently had bipartisan congressional support. 
Child support proposals that were introduced in the 106 th , 107 th , and 108 th 
Congresses, and that have been reintroduced in the 109 th Congress, seek to fully 
implement a “family first” policy by ensuring that more of the child support collected 
on behalf of TANF families go to the family, and that all of the child support 
collected on behalf of former-TANF families go to the family. In addition, the 
proposed legislation has included additional child support collection 
methods/enforcement techniques to ensure that noncustodial parents of all children 
are made to be financially responsible for their children. These CSE proposals are 
broadly supported but generally have been incorporated into the controversial welfare 



1 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, 
HHS News, Child Support Effectiveness Cited By OMB , Mar. 31, 2004. 

2 The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) block grant replaced the Aid to 
Families With Dependent Children (AFDC) program in 1996 as the federal government’s 
primary cash assistance program for poor families with children. 

3 An exception to this rule occurs when child support is collected via the federal income tax 
refund offset program. In federal income tax refund offset cases, the child support arrearage 
payment (up to the cumulative amount of TANF benefits which has been paid to the family) 
is retained by the state and federal governments. In other words, if child support arrearages 
are collected via the federal income tax refund offset program, the family does not have first 
claim on the arrearage payments. 
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reauthorization legislation, and therefore have not yet passed both houses of 
Congress. (See CRS Issue Brief IB 10140, Welfare Re authorization: Overx’iew of the 
Issues.) 

Table 1 presents a summary of child support program statistics for the nation 
as a whole over a 25-year time span. Between FY 1978 and FY2003, child support 
payments collected by CSE agencies increased from $1 billion in FY1978 ($2.7 
billion in 2003 dollars) to $21.2 billion in FY2003 (an almost seven-fold increase, 
adjusting for inflation). During that same period, the number of children whose 
paternity was established (or acknowledged) through the CSE program increased by 
1,274%, from 11 1,000 to 1.525 million; and the number of child support obligations 
established increased by 269%, from 315,000 to 1.161 million. During that period, 
the CSE caseload expanded from 4.146 million in FY1978 to 15.923 million in 
FY2003, an increase of 284%. (The definition of “caseload” is explained in the next 
section of this report.) CSE expenditures also increased tremendously, from $312 
million in FY1978 ($801 million in 2003 dollars) to $5,213 billion in FY2003 (a 
more than five-fold increase, adjusting for inflation). Expenditures per case 
increased from $75 in FY1978 ($193 in 2003 dollars) to $327 in FY2003 (a 69% 
increase, adjusting for inflation). 

Figure 1 graphically shows CSE collections and expenditures over the 25-year 
period from FY1978-FY2003. The CSE program is estimated to handle about 60% 
of all child support cases; the remaining cases are handled by private attorneys, 
collection agencies, or through mutual agreements between the parents. All of the 
data in this report are exclusively CSE program data. 

Although this report does not address some significant areas of the CSE 
program (e.g., medical child support and child support collections that have not been 
distributed), it examines CSE caseload, collection, and expenditure data over the 
period FY 1978-FY2003. (FY 1978 is the first year of complete data and the data for 
FY2003 are the most recent data available.) It also presents more detailed data on 
collections, expenditures, paternity establishment, child support order establishment, 
cost-effectiveness, and program financing impacts on the federal government and the 
states for the five-year period FY1999-FY2003. All of the tables in this report are 
based on data from OCSE, obtained from the OCSE Internet website. The 
information is taken from state-submitted reports on program status sent to OCSE 
quarterly for financial data and annually for statistical data. The reader should note 
that the 25-year trend data for CSE collections and caseload have been disaggregated 
into two categories: Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) cases and 
non-TANF cases. Before 1997, TANF cases were Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children (AFDC) cases and non-TANF cases were non-AFDC cases. Also, note that 
the tables that display TANF cases, collections, or expenditures include foster care 
cases as well, even though they are not labeled as such. 4 



4 In 1984, Congress reinstated authority for state CSE agencies to secure (when appropriate) 
an assignment to the state for any rights to support on behalf of Title IV -E foster care 
children and to collect child support on behalf of those children. In FY2003 CSE collections 
made on behalf of foster care cases amounted to less than 0.4% of total CSE collections. 
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Table 1. Summary of National Child Support Enforcement Program Statistics, Selected Fiscal Years 1978-2003 

(numbers in thousands, dollars in millions except as noted) 



Measure 


1978 


1982 


1986 


1990 


1994 


1996 


1999 


2000 


2001 


2002 


2003 


Total child support collections 


$ 1,047 


$ 1,770 


$3,246 


$6,010 


$9,850 


$12,019 


£5,901 


$7,854 


$8,958 


SO, 137 


£1,176 


In 2003 dollars 3 


$2,689 


$3,230 


$5,198 


$8,202 


$2,094 


$14,030 


$17,552 


$9,071 


$9,701 


£0,598 


£1,176 


— Total TANF collections’ 5 


$ 472 


$ 786 


$1,225 


$1,750 


$2,550 


$2,855 


$2,482 


$2,593 


$2,592 


$2,893 


$ 2,972 


— Total Non-TANF collections 


$ 575 


$ 984 


$2,019 


$4,260 


$7,300 


$9,164 


$13,419 


$5,261 


$6,366 


£7,244 


£8,204 


Total administrative expenditures 


$ 312 


$ 612 


$ 941 


$1,606 


$2,556 


$ 3,049 


$ 4,039 


$4,526 


$4,835 


$5,183 


$5,213 


In 2003 dollars 3 § 


$ 801 


$ 1,117 


$1,507 


$2,192 


$3,138 


$3,559 


$4,458 


$4,835 


$5,024 


$5,302 


$5,213 


2 

Total CSE caseload S 


4,146 


7,024 


9,724 


12,796 


18,610 


19,319 


17,330 


17,374 


17,061 


16,066 


15,923 


— TANF cases i 


3,542 


5,545 


7,220 


5,872 


7,986 


7,380 


3,724 


3,299 


3,093 


2,807 


2,759 


— Non-TANF cases g 


604 


1,479 


2,503 


6,925 


10,624 


11,939 


13,606 


14,075 


13,967 


13,259 


13,164 


Percent of TANF cases with collections 


12.9% 


10.8% 


8.1% 


11.9% 


11.6% 


12.7% 


24.5% 


24.9% 


25.0% 


28.7% 


29.2% 


Percent of Non-TANF cases wilh 
collections 


41.2% 


30.3% 


31.4% 


19.7% 


29.8% 


21.9% 


41.8% 


45.5% 


47.9% 


52.9% 


54.5% 


Number of paternities established or 
acknowledged 


111 


173 


245 


393 


676 


1,058 


1,600 


1,554 


1,568 


1,527 


1,525 


Number of support obligations 
established 


315 


462 


731 


1,022 


1,025 


1,093 


1,220 


1,175 


1,181 


1,220 


1,161 


Total child support collections (dollars) 
per dollar of total administrative 
expenses 


$ 3.4 


$ 2.9 


$ 3.5 


$ 3.7 


$ 3.9 


$ 3.9 


$ 3.9 


$ 3.9 


$ 3.9 


$ 3.9 


$ 4.1 



Source: Office of Child Support Enforcement, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Data converted into 2003 dollars by the Congressional Research Service. 

Note: The CSE collections and caseload data have been disaggregated into two categories: Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) cases and non-TANF cases. Before 
1997, TANF cases were Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) cases and non-TANF cases were non-AFDC cases. Also, note that the tables that display TANF cases, 
collections, or expenditures include foster care cases as well, even though they are not labeled as such. 

a. Adjusted for inflation using the Consumer Price Index, research series for urban consumers (CPI-U-RS). 

b. Before FY2002, TANF collections are divided into state/federal shares and incentives are taken from the federal share thereby reducing the federal amounts. Beginning in FY2002, 

child support incentive payments are paid with appropriated funds. 



NA-Not available. 
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Figure 1. Child Support Enforcement Program: Collections and 
Expenditures: FY1978-FY2003, Selected Years 




□ Total CSE collections, in 2003 $ 

□ Total CSE expenditures, in 2003 $ 



Year 



Source: Office of Child Support Enforcement, HHS, Annual Reports — selected years. Figure 
prepared by the Congressional Research Service. 

CSE Caseload 

OCSE defines a CSE “case” as a noncustodial parent (mother, father, or 
putative/alleged father) who is now or eventually may be obligated under law for the 
support of a child or children receiving services under the CSE program. If the 
noncustodial parent owes support for two children by different women, that would 
be considered two cases; if both children have the same mother, that would be 
considered one case. 

Families who receive TANF cash benefits are required to assign their child 
support rights to the state in order to receive TANF. In addition, such families must 
cooperate with the state if necessary to establish paternity and secure child support. 
Families receiving TANF cash benefits, Medicaid benefits, or whose children receive 
Title IV-E foster care payments automatically are enrolled (free of charge) into the 
CSE program. 5 Collections on behalf of families receiving TANF cash benefits are 
used to reimburse state and federal governments for TANF payments made to the 



5 In addition, several states have opted to require food stamp households to cooperate with 
the CSE agency in establishing paternity and establishing and enforcing child support 
obligations. These food stamp households also receive CSE services automatically, free of 
charge. 
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family (i.e., child support payments go to the state instead of the family, except for 
amounts that states choose to “pass through” to the family as additional income that 
does not affect TANF eligibility or benefit amount). 6 Other families must apply for 
CSE services, and states must charge an application fee that cannot exceed $25. 
Child support collected on behalf of nonwelfare families goes to the family (usually 
via a state child support disbursement unit). 

The CSE program defines a current assistance case as one in which the children 
are: (1) recipients of cash aid under TANF (Title IV- A of the Social Security Act) 
or (2) entitled to Foster Care maintenance payments (Title IV-E of the Social Security 
Act). In addition, the children’s support rights have been assigned by a caretaker to 
the state, and a referral to the state CSE agency has been made. A former assistance 
case is defined as a case in which the children were formerly receiving TANF or 
foster care services. A never assistance case is defined as a case in which the 
children are receiving services under the CSE program, but are not currently eligible 
for and have not previously received assistance under TANF or foster care. 

Figure 2 shows the trend in the CSE caseload, separated by TANF cases and 
non-TANF cases. Table 2 shows that TANF cases comprised 85% of the CSE 
caseload in FY1978, but dropped to 17% of the caseload in FY2003. By the same 
token, non-TANF cases represented only about 15% of the CSE caseload in FY1978, 
and increased to 83% of the caseload in FY2003. Available data show that non- 
TANF cases increasingly are families that formerly received TANF. 

In FY 1999, OCSE started reporting data for the following categories: current 
assistance, former assistance, and never received assistance rather than by TANF and 
non-TANF. The data indicate that the number and percentage of CSE families who 
currently receive TANF has decreased over time while the number and percentage 
of CSE families who formerly received TANF has increased. The data also show 
that the proportion of the CSE caseload comprised of families who had never 
received TANF has remained relatively stable for the period FY1999-FY2003 (see 
Figure 3). The decline in TANF families since 1994 (see Table 2), and the relative 
stability of the segment of the caseload that had never been on the TANF rolls, 
resulted in a smaller CSE caseload. Former TANF families represent the largest 
portion of the total CSE caseload. 

In FY2003, the largest group of families who were participating in the CSE 
program were families who had left the TANF rolls (i.e., former TANF families — 



6 While the family receives TANF cash benefits, the state is permitted to retain any current 
support and any assigned arrearages it collects up to the cumulative amount of TANF 
benefits which has been paid to the family. The 1996 welfare reform law (P.L. 104-193) 
repealed the then $50 required pass through and gave states the choice to decide how much, 
if any, of the state share (some, all, none) of child support payments collected on behalf of 
TANF families to send the family. States also decide whether to treat child support 
payments as income to the family. P.L. 104-193 required states to pay the federal 
government the federal government’s share of TANF collections. (As of Aug. 2004, 21 
states were, on a monthly basis, providing a pass through and disregard up to $50 (higher 
in a couple of states) of child support collected on behalf of TANF families.) 




